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MACE was created out of the need to have one place where people could
study physical movement in all its forms. We are continually progressing
toward that goal by offering more workshops and classes each year in more
movement styles. We bring in some of the best instructors in their fields of
expertise because students deserve nothing less. If you want to be the best,
you need to train with the best.

Movement for EveryBody

While we cater to performing artists, our workshops and classes are for
everyone. All shapes, all sizes, all backgrounds. MACE feels everyone can
benefit from movement training. After all, everyone moves.

www.macetraining.org
MACE is a 501c3 not-for-profit organization whose purpose is to provide education and training that specializes around physical movement in the performing arts.
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Editorially Speaking
Have you ever wound up somewhere and not known how you got there? I have.
Maybe I pull out my phone while I’m walking, or I simply zone out listening
to the radio and suddenly I am somewhere else. How did I get there? I cannot
remember the last few minutes, cannot tell you how many buildings I passed or
people I saw. This doesn’t work well with stage combat. Zoning out in choreography makes for sloppy work and accidents. The underlying factor is repetition.
I forget the nuances of my road because I drive it every day. I lose my targets
because I’ve run the fight a dozen times.
Mindfulness becomes key to creating meaningful action. With that in mind,
this issue is about thought in action. The articles selected are a little more cerebral, focusing
on how we think about our movement and our actions. Many of the articles within ask you
to examine how you get from point A to point B. What are the various options for achieving
your goals? How do your actions in and out of a rehearsal impact your fellow performers? It is
my hope that you take a moment to reflect after reading and reexamine your processes.
I have had the privilege of being the Editor-in-Chief for The Fight Master for four years.
When I started in 2014, I was apprehensive about taking the position. I was still very much
an apprentice in the community. Fortunately for me, that same community contributed
educational and entertaining pieces time and time again, making my job relatively easy as I
continued to follow my stage combat path. I am very grateful to the Governing Board and to
the fight community in general for being supportive of the magazine and of me.
I will be starting a new and exciting career, one that sadly makes participating in the fight
community more challenging. It would be irresponsible to keep helming the publication if
I am not keeping up on its trends and practices. To that end, this issue of The Fight Master is
my last as Editor. The lessons I have learned in working with the SAFD are ones I will carry
with me for the rest of my life. I have no doubt that you, the members of the SAFD, will rally
round my successor and help them take the magazine to new heights. It is my sincerest wish
that you continue to enjoy all that this magazine has to offer—theory, practice, history, and
humor.
Be well, fight well!
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Alexander Technique in the

By Melissa Freilich, AAC

A

lexander Technique (AT) is a tool that can be applied to
improving any aspect of one’s life. During my three years
training to become a teacher of the Alexander Technique,
I focused in particular on applying it to my practice and
teaching of stage combat. As the capstone to my Alexander
Technique teacher training, I had the privilege to incorporate AT
into the curriculum of the three week Central Illinois Stage Combat
Workshop (CISCO). I’ll do my best to share here what I’ve learned
over the course of my work and especially at this year’s CISCO.
This article is neither comprehensive nor definitive on the vast
topic of applying AT to stage combat, but instead is a collection of
things I’ve noticed and learned. There are far more experienced
stage combat/Alexander teachers than I. If you’re interested in
what you read here, I encourage you to reach out to a teacher near
you to learn more.

What is Alexander Technique?

F.M. Alexander (1869-1955) was an actor who kept losing his voice.
When doctors’ suggestions failed to help, he decided the problem
must be caused by something he did while performing. He spent
many years patiently analyzing his work in mirrors, until he began to
notice that when he spoke he tightened his neck and pulled his head
back and down. He resolved to change this habit, but realized that
it was deeply ingrained into how he did everything. He attempted
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to fix the problem by actively putting his head forward and up, but
this did not help. The old habit of pulling back on his head was still
present, it was merely masked by the new tension required to shove
the head forward and up.
Over his lifetime, F.M. Alexander developed and refined a technique for truly ridding himself of harmful habits, allowing him to
instead consciously choose how to approach any task, including
performance. He began to teach others his technique and discovered
that if he used his hands to gently guide students out of their habit,
they were able to learn much more quickly to apply the technique
for themselves.
The Alexander Technique is simple and straightforward in its
theory. When faced with a stimulus, one stops before the habitual
reaction can kick in and instead directs oneself to a more appropriate response. Of course, I oversimplify. The task of saying “no” to a
habit and choosing a new way is the work of a lifetime. But I hope it
is clear just how useful this basic idea is, especially to the acquisition
of a new and challenging skill such as stage combat.

Alexander Technique at CISCO

The Central Illinois Stage Combat Workshop runs for three weeks
every May/June and offers two SAFD skills test classes, theatrical
firearms safety training, two Dueling Arts International Level 1
classes, along with numerous master classes and a lot of games. I
first attended as a student in 2010 and joined the teaching staff in
2013. It is my stage combat home and I was very excited to bring

Stage Combat Classroom

Alexander Technique to the table this year. On the first day of the
workshop, I led the whole group in a two hour master class exploring
the basic ideas of AT. On the following days I led small explorations
of new ideas during morning warm-ups. I also offered individual
lessons during breakfast and lunch breaks. AT is ideally learned in
one-on-one lessons over a longer period, so this format was just an
introduction. However, I learned a great deal from what the students
were able to take away. Here are some of the key ways I feel AT can
aid us as stage combat practitioners:

A Focus on Process

One of the primary tenets of Alexander Technique is a focus on
process. Without it, we achieve our goals by habitual and often inefficient means. For example, consider a parry 2. How often have we
found ourselves and our students (carefully) getting the sword to the
right place by hiking up the elbow, raising the shoulder, tightening
the grip and stiffening the wrist?
Alexander Technique asks us to stop before we rush for the end
goal and instead think through the best process. One student expressed this as “Bringing awareness to our actions so that we can be
conscious of how we are doing something… What we do and how
we do it matter and thinking through these issues is actually quite
empowering.” This is a great mindset for both beginner and experienced stage combatants. For the beginner, AT offers a framework for
performing unfamiliar movement well. Parry 2 is new, but the idea
of keeping the shoulders wide and free is not. For an experienced

student, AT offers a concrete way to approach learning with “beginner’s mind.” If
parry 2 has become automatic, we can only
improve by considering the whole process,
from the beginning. If we only think about
the goal, nothing will change.
The idea of focusing on process is not
a new one. I can’t imagine many stage combat teachers who only
want their students to get their swords to the right spot by any means
necessary. However, Alexander Technique turns that idea into a
tangible system.

Eliza Palumbo (left)
and Lauren Louise
(right) demonstrate
the difference
between tension
and intention

The Power of Thought

We think of ourselves as changing habits and building new skills all
the time, but often we’re papering over current habits rather than
making fundamental changes. For example, I might notice my high
line cuts are too high. Perhaps I recognize that this is because my
shoulders have hunched up. I devote time and attention to bringing
my shoulders down. However, I have not dealt with the fundamental
problem of overwork that pulls my shoulders up; I have simply added
more muscular work to pull them down as well. My targets have
improved but at the cost of overall strain. Often we solve a problem
by overdoing. One way AT avoids this trap is by the power of “just”
thinking.
If you want to explore this idea for yourself, find a partner to try
this exercise, which we did on the first day at CISCO:
THE FIGHT MASTER FALL 2018 SAFD.ORG
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Unbendable arm: Stand with
your arm outstretched, palm supinated. Your partner places one
hand on top of your bicep and
the other hand underneath your
forearm and attempts to bend
your arm at the elbow. The first
time, think about keeping your
arm straight and notice how
much effort it takes. The second
time, change only one thing:
how you are thinking. Think
about the direction of your fingertips, imagining you are sending energy out your arm, almost
as you do when casting a cut.
Do you notice a change in the
effort necessary to keep your
arm straight?
The way we think has implications for our whole system.
Often “just” thinking is enough
to produce the change we need.
As one student put it, “Being
exposed to Alexander Technique
has helped me develop mindfulness in movement. Instead of
trying to “do” after taking a note,
the gentle reminder of “think”
has helped me immensely.” Once
we have stopped and considered
how we want to approach a task,
we can think in such a way as to
coordinate the whole system.
AT uses the term “directions”
for these messages we give ourselves. The Alexander term direction means both command
and orientation in space. For
example “Think up!”

Intention vs. Tension

I’ll credit FD/CT and Alexander Technique teacher Paul
Dennhardt with the saying
“don’t confuse tension with intention.” Often in attempting to show just how “hard” our character
is fighting, we strain and stiffen. While this may feel right for the
heightened stakes of a fight scene, in fact it closes us off from our
communication with the audience. When I tighten and shove everything forward I may feel as if I reach farther, but really I’m losing the
clean line, cutting off my breath and stifling my ability to communicate with my partner and the audience. In fact, we can communicate
more power and intention with a sense of personal ease. One student
said, “I was able to feel the weapon’s power coming from the ground
up without straining myself with extra effort to fight.”
Muscles only contract (to various degrees) and stop contracting;
they do not push. Therefore, excess tension constrains us and prevents us from achieving the long clear lines to which we aspire. AT
can help us reprogram for ease rather than strain. One student said,
“I really liked the space created in the upper body. I felt my upper

6
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back widen and elongate and
lengthen; the neck released
too.” Another mentioned, “I
was never taught expansion
and that was super insightful.
Bottom: Melissa Freilich (far left),
As a woman, I rarely want to
Eliza Palumbo (right), and Lauren
feel larger but actually feelLouise (left) using the system as
ing my width and how much
an integrated whole rather than
space I can take up was exhyperextending the joints.
citing.” We can show clearer
intention when we’re not tightening in.
Top: An Alexander teacher uses
gentle hands on guidance to help
actors change their habits.

Integration vs. Division

While some people have heard of AT in terms of release and length,
it is equally important to make sure the body is working as a unit.

Above: Students experiment
with unbendable arm.
Pictured (from left to right):
Lauren Louise, Mark
Plonsky, Melissa Freilich
(center), Chloe Whiting
Stevenson, Zackary Ross,
Nathaniel Sudenga and
Eliza Palumbo.
Left: The class works on
Alexander principles using
semi-supine, or constructive
rest. The three students in
the foreground (left to
right) are Matt Bender,
Bobbi Bye, and Molly
Perling.

For those performers who are very flexible, releasing at the joints
too much can cause strain and damage. This is one reason for the
prevalence of tennis elbow. If we think of a movement happening
in a single limb, we can fall into a number of traps. For example, a
roundhouse punch looks unmotivated if it involves only the arm.
Or the punch can pull a performer off of their center until they’re
bent forward and off balance. It’s important that we don’t compromise the integrity of the whole system by rushing recklessly toward
the goal. AT considers the system as a whole. We need to connect
through the entire body, using the system in an integrated way for a
successful punch.

In order to…

The question becomes, how do I apply these common sense ideas
from Alexander Technique effectively to my stage combat practice?

The answer is to work with an Alexander teacher. We know that it’s
one thing to want to change; it’s another to make that change. An
Alexander teacher can use gentle guiding hands and a trained eye to
give you the experience of more coordinated use. To find a teacher
near you, use the Find a Teacher function at amsatonline.org.
Once we’ve worked with an Alexander teacher, how do we apply what we’ve learned? How do we focus on process? What is the
process that creates coordinated, committed, dramatic, physical
storytelling? I like to use the phrase “in order to.” This tells me what
my process is for any action. I direct myself to lengthen in order to
step into my stance. I direct my neck to be free to let my head lead
in order to advance. I direct my back to lengthen and widen and my
tailbone to reach down away from the crown of my head in order to
retreat. While the practice of this will be the work of a lifetime, the
phrase “in order to” keeps me on that path.
THE FIGHT MASTER FALL 2018 SAFD.ORG
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“Hey team!
Attention Please!”

Using Language to Create a Safe Space to Take Risks

W

ith the rise of Intimacy Designers,
consent culture, the #metoo movement, and countless professionals
being held accountable for their actions, the entertainment industry
as we know it has experienced a sea
change, where speaking up against
injustice and oppression is brave, new, and not so easily silenced anymore. For those leaning into this change, it is understandable that we
may feel anxious about making mistakes, misstepping on this new
earth and unintentionally continuing the way it’s always been done.
For those who feel especially threatened, who may even feel attacked
or singled out, it is even more important that we acknowledge our
discomfort and ask ourselves what we can do better.
As theatrical violence educators and choreographers, we have
a responsibility to create safe spaces for performers to take risks.
Safety in this definition involves looking outward for errors in
technique that could cause injury, costume pieces that could trip
up or blind an actor, set pieces that need padding, and a multitude
of other dangers from lighting to weather to the unknown variable
where we implement Plan B. But what about the kind of safety that
results when people feel present and included? That makes a person
feel seen and heard for their individuality and intersectionality? How
many times do we look within, to ask ourselves if we are creating
spaces that are safe to those parameters?
At this point I want to acknowledge that it’s possible your feathers
just got ruffled. You may be thinking, how can I be a safety risk? I’m the
professional in the room, trained for however many amount of years in this
profession. I have made it my life’s work to dedicate myself to the safe creation

8
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of violence on stage and screen. I can’t possibly be a risk! But we are, and it
happens more than we know. The ways we can trigger a performer’s
defense mechanism that shuts them down and prevents them from
being brave in their acting can be as subtle as the words we use.
Let’s use an example, one that I am particularly fond of. When
you address a crowd of people, what word do you use? Let’s say this
crowd has a mix of genders, both male, female, and non-binary.
(Don’t know what non-binary is? Check out www.transequality.
org) You need to grab their attention, what do you say? The nomenclature for the majority of the population is the word “guys.” “Hey
guys, listen up!” “Alright guys, we’re gonna take this again.” “Guys!
Guys! Parry 4 goes across the body!” Whatever you’re saying, “guys”
takes precedence in addressing a room full of people, regardless of
the genders in the room. I’ve seen people in a room full of womenidentifying folk, who identify as a woman themselves, use the term
“guys,” when not one male was present. Why do we do this?
The term itself has a long history, dating all the way back to
1605 and the failed Gunpowder Plot of Guy Fawkes against King
James I. A 2014 Washington Post article, written by Caitlin Dewey,
explains that the foiling of the plot and his death after capture was
then celebrated with burning effigies of Fawkes on November 5th.
(“Remember, remember, the 5th of November…”) Those effigies
became known as “guys,” which then morphed into being known as
a term to describe creepy people, or even a poorly dressed man. As
time passed, it became a generic term for men, and then continued
to change definition based on context, and was even used so much
in the TV show Friends that language researcher Theresa Heyd used
it as a launching point for her 2010 discourse on language change.
Most people nowadays consider the term gender-neutral, similar to

AMIE ROOT

BY JAQ SEIFERT

many others words
in our vernacular
that are rooted in
other forms of oppression, racism,
misogyny, homo/
transphobia, and
classism. There are
too many I know to
Left: Lauren Sprague and Shane Richlen
list in this article, and
navigating space and contact points.
more that I probably
Right: Large group of students at the 2018 don’t know myself,
so how can we ensure
CISCO Workshop. Getting attention is the
that we are using our
first place to check language use.
words to create safe
spaces to take risks? We can’t, not really, but we can actively try. And
when we mess up, which all of us will inevitably do at some point,
it is on us to listen to the harmed, apologize for our mistake, not
erase that it happened, and work to do better. There are terms that
can harm but also terms that can heal, and if we desire to ask others
to act bravely and safely in a world full of risk, we must be ourselves
be forward thinking in both action and word.
Opposite: Ryan Leach (left) and Katie
MacLauchlan (right) fighting in the
foreground. Background (left to right) are
Eric Kuhn, Nathan Sudenga, and Molly
Perling. Taken at the 2018 Central Illinois
Stage Combat Workshop (CISCO) held at
Western Illinois University.

“dude,” but as language is ever-evolving, there is a growing desire
for the words’ definition to change yet again, as many people who
are womyn and non-binary-identifying see it as a form of misogyny,
especially in work forces that are predominantly male.
In essence, the word takes a group of people and assigns them all
to one plural male gender, similarly to the way a romance language
would. There could be a room of a hundred women and one man,
and still the room is male. Surprisingly, many people who identify as
female/womyn use this monicure in a room of people who identify
as female/womyn!
The unintentional gross-interpretation of a room full of people
only furthers the inequality of genders by essentially erasing female/womyn and non-binary presence. Beyond inequality, the
unconscious and rarely offensively intended use of the term “guys” can
be personally harmful. This small three-letter word can have major
effects on female/womyn-identifying, trans, and non-binary people.
Its use invalidates their existence and clumps them into a group they
actively disassociate from. And for people who have to live a daily life
reinforcing their gender to those they meet, sitting in a rehearsal or
classroom and having the professional in the room refer to them as a
“guy” can make them feel unseen and unheard. The result of this may
be that the person does not feel safe enough to take risks, in spaces
that we as professionals are striving to make the safest place to do so.
Impact is greater than intent. So what’s the alternative? We
don’t want to invalidate people’s existence, we didn’t mean to harm
anyone, and we try really hard to make everyone feel great about
working with us. Well, thankfully the English language is chock
full of alternative words in place of “guys.” My favorites to use are
“folks” and “friends,” but it’s possible that in some situation even
those words can be received as too familiar and therefore unprofessional. In a 2016 article in Business Insider by Áine Cain, she states
how office culture is also changing to one that is non-gendered.
Cain quotes etiquette expert Jacqueline Whitmore, who argues
that use of the slang “guy” should be avoided, erring on the side
of caution and professionalism at all times. As the theatre world is
shifting and beginning to establish and uphold the professionalism
of its arts-specific business culture, we would do ourselves a service
to listen to Whitmore. She offers “people,” “you all,” “everyone,”
and my new favorite, “team,” as alternatives to “guys,” embracing
a formal environment and steering away from words that could
cause harm. The adjustment to these gender neutral and inclusive
terms can help make our rehearsal spaces, which for all intents and
purposes are formal business spaces to be treated as such by coaches
and choreographers alike, as the spaces of safety we seek.
I use this example of “guys” to highlight our use of words as a
possible instance of creating an unsafe environment, but there are
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Physical
Dialogue
through

Martial Arts

An Exercise for Non-Combat Acting Scenes
By William Trevino
Martial arts training, perhaps more than any other physical discipline, has a
special relationship with Stanislavski-based acting. Practicing a martial arts
sequence is at its most basic level the full-bodied enactment of a conflict, regardless of whether it is performed with a real or imagined
opponent. Every movement contains an actable objective directed outwardly and immediately at the other
person, and to be done properly, the movement must
be executed with full psychological commitment to that
intention. Eugenio Barba, founder of the International
School of Theatre Anthropology, points out this essential
connection:
Theatre is the art of relationships that are manifested
through dialogue with or without words….Sports based
on fighting provide the elementary conditions for the
play of actions and reactions between individuals… [and
these sports] constitute the gymnastics of the physical
dialogue. The dynamics of attack, of feint, of parrying
and riposting train the logic of acting-reacting, calibrating this logic not on fictive, but on real circumstances.
Boxing has value, in this context, not as an exercise of
strength, but as an elementary level of physical dialogue.
(2005:116)
While some martial arts practices have been readily
accepted into modern university and conservatory actor training programs for decades, more often than not
they are treated as exercises of “strength” rather than of
“physical dialogue.” Martial arts are usually employed
as separate fitness exercises to promote proper self-use
(similar to yoga) or as an adjunct to some other discipline
(such as stage combat), which in turn is treated as a special skill required only for certain scenes. Despite some
quite fundamental similarities
between acting a verbal dialogue William Trevino
and practicing martial arts, stu- (left) and Anthony
dents and teachers alike seem to Sylvester (right)
have difficulty bridging the gap demonstrate the
between these two art forms.
exercises.
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As an acting teacher with 30 years of formal training in the Korean martial art of Soo Bahk Do, I employ a series of exercises to
help bridge that gap. This article will focus on an exercise I designed
to integrate the “gymnastics of the physical dialogue” into the
discovery process of a (non-combat) dramatic scene. The exercise,
Physical Dialogue through Martial Arts, offers acting teachers a means
to deepen the psychological conflict in a two-person scene by safely
physicalizing the immediate action/reaction dynamic in the verbal
dialogue. While I have developed the exercise from my expertise in
Soo Bahk Do because it is based on only two movements (a relatively
simple advance and retreat), I believe other acting instructors with a
strong background in most karate-style martial arts could duplicate
the exercise. Moreover, a certified teacher of stage combat could
adapt the basic framework of the exercise to suit the experience of
their students. For example, I imagine a creative instructor could apply the same exercise well to fencing techniques. The exercise could
benefit the stage combat instructor who is called upon to direct a
non-combat scene, or who wishes to demonstrate the usefulness of
stage combat in actor training beyond the development of a special
performance skill.
The Physical Dialogue through Martial Arts exercise was inspired
by an acting exercise I have done with a number of acting teachers.
In the original iteration, an actor passes a ball to his scene partner
whenever he delivers a line. The scene partner passes the ball back
on her line, so that the ball moves back and forth throughout the
verbal dialogue. The actors must pass the ball in a way similar to
the way they speak their lines (delicately rolling the ball into their

scene partners’ hands, shoving it forcefully on a key word, etc.). In
theory, the actor should pass the ball on every shift—in lines or in
tactics—so that the actor might need to pass the ball several times
on a single line (a problem I address later). The exercise is intended
to focus the actor on his objective of doing something to his scene
partner with every line, to develop listening skills as scene partners,
to commit physically to the objective of the spoken lines, to increase
the variety of tactics used by the actor, and to discover new moments
in the verbal dialogue.
Unfortunately, I found the ball exercise to be ineffective for three
reasons. First, as the physical act of passing a ball appears simple,
the exercise does not require actors to pay careful attention to exactly how they pass the ball, so that they can repeat and refine their
physical choices. As a result, some of the discoveries are retained
when the scene is played normally, but much of the energy that
comes with passing the ball is not. Second, the actor on the receiving end of the ball often must concentrate on catching the ball more
than on their scene partner’s message. Because the ball is passed in
a variety of ways, the catcher never knows if it will be a little too high
or low, right or left, in close or far away. Add to that the variations
in how hard or fast the actor may pass the ball on a given line, and
the catcher will invariably fumble several times during a dramatic
scene. When this happens, passing the ball does not complement
the delivery of the text, it distracts from it. Third, the structure of
the exercise is not set up for a long monologue or a complicated text
in which an actor must switch tactics several times while speaking a
line. In that case, the scene partner must neutrally return the ball to
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the actor so that he can immediately pass it again on the next tactic.
The speaking actor therefore cannot focus entirely on delivering his
message because his attention is split over retrieving the ball for his
upcoming line.
Physical Dialogue through Martial Arts builds on this acting exercise
by replacing the ball with a series of advancing attacks and retreating parries. My version of the exercise adds value to the original
in several ways. First, the simple movements are intended to be
repeated until they become a set choreography. As such, during
the performance of the scene, the experience of the exercise can
be drawn on more readily than if the exercise had been limited to
an improvisational exploration done in a single rehearsal. Second,
even though parrying an attack is more difficult than being handed
a ball, there are less awkward, distracting fumbles because the attack
is practiced with precision. The attack varies in speed and strength
from line to line, but the target, the distance, and the trajectory are
always the same on every attack. Third, the performer can smoothly
attack several times in a row without having to interrupt the flow of
the text to retrieve a ball.

Physical Dialogue through
Martial Arts—The Exercise
Stand facing your scene partner, and from this point on maintain
eye contact. Both of you make fists and extend your arms forward
toward each other. Adjust the distance between you so that with
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straight arms your knuckles touch your partner’s knuckles (FIGURE
A). This is the proper distance to begin the exercise: in the event that
you do not react to your partner’s attack, you are still safely an inch
out of range of the attack and your toes are out of range of being
stepped on as well.
While your partner relaxes his arms naturally at his sides, pull
your left arm back into a chambered position while simultaneously
stepping back with the left leg into a forward stance. Your right arm
remains extended. Your left leg is straight and supports 40 percent
of your body weight. Your right leg is bent and support 60 percent of
your body weight. Your chest, hips, and your right knee point directly
forward. If you look down at your right knee and you can see the
toes of your right foot, your stance is not deep enough (FIGURE B).
You will begin by stepping forward with your left leg while simultaneously executing a center punch straight forward with your
left arm. Your partner will immediately respond by stepping back
with his right leg while simultaneously checking your attack with
an outside-to-inside movement of his open left hand (FIGURE
C). From this point forward, repeat every step sufficiently and do
not proceed to the next step until the instructor/director and both
actors feel confident that they can execute the movements safely. (I
will not review the proper technique for punching and blocking here
because, for safety’s sake, this exercise should only be practiced with
an instructor/director who has expertise in martial arts and would
therefore already understand how these basic movements work.
However, if an instructor/director without marital arts experience
wanted to use this exercise, they should simply ignore the hand

movements. The advancing and retreating footwork of the exercise
should provide enough physical stimuli to inspire the actors.)
From this position, you could advance again and punch with your
right arm, causing your partner to retreat again and block with his
right arm (FIGURE D). Likewise, your partner could also advance
and punch with his right arm, causing you to retreat and block with
your right arm (FIGURE E).
Start at a slow, comfortable pace, trading attacks one-by-one
with your partner. When instructed, start again at medium pace,
still attacking one-by-one. Although your attack and block are moving faster, they should still retain a light, soft quality. Progress to a
faster but still controlled pace. Neither partner should move faster
than the other is capable of moving. Think of the relative speed of
these movements as the time spent moving, not the time spent
between movements. There should always be a brief pause between
the movements.
Repeat the step described above, this time trading attacks twoby-two with your partner. Remember that there is a brief pause
between all the movements, that is, between your two attacks as well
as between your last attack and your partner’s first.
Repeat the exercise again, this time trading attacks three-bythree. Once you have been through the exercise at a slow, medium,
and faster pace, improvise the speed with your partner. You are still
trading attacks three-by-three, and the attacks and blocks should still
always be performed with a light, soft quality. Vary your advancing
speed from attack to attack. The retreating partner should try to
match the speed of the attacker.

Repeat the exercise again, improvising speeds while trading attacks one-by-one.
Once you can successfully perform the steps above, introduce
your dialogue into the exercise. Your dialogue should be fully memorized and already rehearsed in a traditional manner. You must not
only know your lines exactly, but you must be very familiar with your
partner’s lines as well. Advancing slowly and punching softly, attack
your scene partner with every line. The attack should occur simultaneously with the key word or phrase of each line, so depending on
the length of your individual lines, you may begin speaking before
physically advancing on your partner and continue speaking after
having advanced on your partner. If a line contains multiple points or
multiple tactics, advance on your partner multiple times. Repeat the
exercise with the dialogue several times until you and your partner
know exactly when each physical attack occurs with the text.
Based on the specifics of your dialogue, introduce the dynamic of
speed into the exercise. Explore the possibilities of attacking slowly
or quickly on a line, but do not change speeds in the middle of an
attack. If you feel like a change in speed in the middle of an attack is
warranted by the dialogue, then you probably need two separate attacks. Find the most appropriate speed for each attack, fix that speed
into your sequence, and repeat the exercise several times until you
and your partner know the exact speed of all the attacks.
Finally, begin to vary the force with which you attack in respect to
the intensity with which you delivery each line. Slow, medium, and
faster movements will not necessarily correlate with a low, medium,
or higher amount of force. Allow the intensity of the lines, not the
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speed of the movement, to determine the appropriate amount
of force for each attack. The retreating partner should match the
speed of the attacker but not the force; always block the attack with
a light, soft check to avoid bruising your partner. Fix the appropriate
amount of force to each attack in the sequence, and repeat it exactly
several times.
Stand in a neutral position facing your scene partner. Without
moving, deliver your dialogue as if you were also performing all of
the advances and retreats—in other words, as if the advances and
retreats were the subtext of the spoken lines. If you cannot do this, return to the previous step and repeat the exercise several more times.
Return to working on the scene with the actual staging. As you
work through the dialogue, explore the new impulses to move or
to phrase your lines that you experienced while doing the physical
exercise.

Tips for Leading the Exercise
For safety, the instructor/director must follow the rules laid out
in the beginning of the exercise to create the proper distance and
constantly observe the actors to make sure they are maintaining
the same distance throughout the exercise. If one actor is taller or is
taking longer steps, the distance between the performers may begin
to close after one or two steps. Especially when incorporating speed
and force, performers may have the tendency to put more than 60
percent of their weight on their front leg, to lift their back heel, or to
drag their back foot forward. These tendencies not only reduce the
actor’s balance and control, but they also increase the reach of their
attacks—a bad combination. Actors who cannot do the exercise
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safely should be instructed to perform it as only advances and retreats until they can maintain the proper distance.
All of the advances and retreats in this exercise occur in a straight
line, back and forth. The exercise therefore requires a relatively long
space, especially if the lines of the scene tend to be lopsided in favor
of one character. As the actors will be stepping backwards while
looking forward, the playing space must be cleared of any possible
hazards, and it is the responsibility of the advancing actor to ensure
that the retreating actor does not crash into something or someone.
If at any time during the exercise an actor feels unsafe, they should
immediately step to the side, out of the line of the exercise.
When the actors have memorized the movement sequence,
inexperienced actors will begin to anticipate their partner’s attacks
instead of reacting to the attacks, especially the attacks that advance
quickly. This failure to listen to their partners in the moment is a
common problem; actors anticipate their partner’s lines in the same
way. To prevent this, actors should challenge themselves to watch
for their partner’s movements and wait until they see their partners
moving before they start retreating.
This exercise can be used to immediately discover some unexpected subtleties in a scene. Once those discoveries are made,
however, it is useful to continue practicing the exercise as a regular
part of rehearsals. The fourth advantage of using this exercise over
passing a ball is that overtime it trains the actors to act and react to
each other on a basic level: to engage in a physical dialogue.
Works Cited

Barba, Eugenio. “Exercises.” A Dictionary of Theatre Anthropology: The Secret Art
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Ethical
Professionalism
in the
Stage Combat
Community

T
BY DAVE MILO

he first thing that most performers learn about stage combat
is that safety is paramount. Everyone involved is responsible
for the safety of everyone else. This includes the actual combatants, the choreographer, and anyone else overseeing the
production. Our desire to entertain and excite our audience
must always be tempered by thoughts of practicality and
preservation of ourselves, our partners, our tools, and our
audience. These conversations need to happen time and
again throughout our career, as growing confidence in our
abilities can lessen our respect for the potential dangers of
our work.
The second thing that most performers learn about stage
combat is how to have a respectful partnership. We must
communicate with our partners, and trust our choreographers and directors to give the
notes on our behalf. Warn your partner if the space behind them is unsafe, but let the choreographer be the one to tell them if they are retreating too far or quickly. Cue clearly and at
speed, but let the director say if your partner is reacting too soon or too late. Unless feedback
is asked for, keep your own counsel. If you are concerned about the safety of a move, or feel
as though your partner may not be respecting your work, you should approach the director
and allow them to make the necessary adjustments.
What do we do, then, if this trust is misplaced or abused? What if we address our concerns to our choreographers and directors, and the issue is not resolved? Or worse: what
if the directors and other individuals who should be responsible for our safety are the ones
creating an unsafe environment? Do we ignore the conflicting messages from our training
and soldier on? In the entertainment industry, especially in non-union work, actors make
frequent compromises. We compromise over pay, over time commitments, and generally
accept this as a necessary evil, and a part of the job. However, with stage combat, any compromises that we make compromise our safety, and the safety of those around us.
The most obvious possible response to this quandary is usually the same as when any
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actor has a complaint about a production: quit. If you feel uncomfortable that your concerns are not addressed, you can choose to
leave an unsafe situation, and should. The problem that then arises
is because this is exactly what we choose to do when we do not get
the part, compensation, credit, or other aspect of the business that
we want, it is easy for others in the community to think that we are
acting in our own self-interest (which we are).
When we leave a production, the professional choice is certainly
not to broadcast our reasons for leaving. Disputes over casting,
contracts, and accommodations should be kept private. However,
if we walk away from an unsafe workplace, do we then become
complicit in whatever accidents may occur after we leave? What
happens when all the professional stage combatants, who have the
training to recognize unsafe practices and the wherewithal to leave
when they realize that those in charge do not care to make it safe for
their performers or their audience, step away from a production? It
seems inevitable that the roles will be filled by people who lack the
requisite training and experience to make the work that we do look
good and be safe. Not only do we then allow, through our silence,
inexperienced actors to step blindly into unsafe conditions, but we
may also be endangering the public by allowing such a thing to happen in front of an unassuming audience.
Of course, not every situation that might be considered unsafe
necessitates standing up and speaking out. Lack of experience
or training can certainly lead to injury, but any stage combatant
is used to working with and around partners with a wide range of
skill. An assessment of skill is also a matter of professional opinion,
and subject to biases we may have regarding other aspects of the
production or our own personal feelings. Furthermore, any particularly egregious practices are immediately apparent to any observer
with sufficient training and experience. The situations, then, that
would require an ethical professional to speak out would need to be
objectively problematic and not readily apparent to an experienced
observer, such as performers fighting while intoxicated, or directors
actively encouraging drug use during a show and before performing
difficult and challenging fight choreography.
We are thankfully living in a cultural moment where there are
many courageous people who are bringing abuses of power to light,
and the stage combat community is filled with powerful voices that
actively support these challenges to abuses of power. We can use the
courage of these movements as a model for ethical professionalism. We should engage in the same spirit and pull back the curtain
on heinous behavior that we have witnessed amongst ourselves. In
doing so, we make the community safer for combatants and audience members alike. For example, if we have witnessed combatants

fighting while intoxicated, and directors turning a blind eye, encouraging, or even participating in such behavior, those in the community would benefit from knowing about it before signing a contract
or working with those individuals.
Vocalizing problems opens ourselves up to criticism and worse.
It may not be considered professional behavior to call out individuals in this way, and it may harm our careers. We may be called liars,
accused of spreading rumors out of spite, or find ourselves the target
of retribution. These fears have kept many people from speaking
out against reprehensible behavior in the past. We might instead
find an uneasy peace in knowing that, at the very least, we ourselves
are not committing any reprehensible acts, and take some comfort
in that. However, if that situation worsens, and someone involved
in a fight-or even an innocent bystander-is hurt, we may soon find
ourselves wishing that we had said something and risked the lesser
harm to ourselves.
There are some systems in place already to deal with these situations. With Equity shows, you would speak to your Equity Deputy,
who is chosen by the AEA members of the cast at the beginning of the
rehearsal process, about any possible unsafe or illegal conditions that
may arise. For shows that are paid yet non-union, someone who is
concerned for the safety of those involved in the production or of the
audience can make a report to OSHA if their employers are creating
an unsafe work environment, such as through the improper use of
prop firearms. This is highlighted in the training of SAFD firearm
safety. Yet many of our members in the SAFD have no one to turn
to if they are put in dangerous situations by those would should be
responsible for their safety.
One possible solution to this problem might be for the SAFD to
establish a hotline for reports. There is a similar process set up for
those in professions such as education, child care, health and human services, and law enforcement. The SAFD would then be able
to refer them to the appropriate resources, offer counsel how on to
deal with those situations, and perhaps take further actions as they
deem necessary.
I for one would welcome any discussion with or advice from
more experienced members of the SAFD about maintaining a safe
and respectful community for stage combat. I have spoken about
this with a few colleagues and mentors, but I feel as though this
conversation needs to be shared with a wider audience. We must
be as responsible for the safety of our community as we are with
our individual fight partners. In doing so, we not only protect the
members of our Society, but we also show our audience and the other
members of the greater theatrical community that stage combatants
are ethical professionals.
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TaiChi

R&D
BY STEWART HAWLEY

Having been a student of Wushu

(Chinese Martial Arts) for over twenty-years, I often use what I have
learned in my martial arts classes and incorporate the techniques and ideas
into my teaching of stage combat. Much of my stance work and gliding
movements within the fight and some of the flashier moves (spins, sweeps,
take downs and kick-ups butterfly kicks and other fancy unarmed techniques) come from my training in Wushu. For many years I have injected
my classroom with fancy footwork, flips, aerials, kick-ups, spinning kicks
and other techniques, but have recently wanted to urge my students to
develop deeper stances, and more fluid technique, as well has help them to
reduce tension in their muscles, move lighter, and have better fluidity and
endurance in their fights.
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Starting Set One

Second Set

In order to help accomplish this, I returned to my training in the
martial arts. Through my training with my teacher Wang Juwong, I
have learned Tai Chi twenty-four, Tai Chi fan, and Tai Chi sword 32.
T’ai Chi Ch’uan is a system for activating the body for the simultaneous development of physical, emotional and mental well-being.
Sophia Delza, dancer choreographer and movement instructor, suggests that,“It is useful for the actor because it promotes a heightened
perceptivity, sensitive awareness and stamina; since the exercise has
no stylistic mannerisms, it enhances the ability to manipulate the
body expressively for any desired effect” (28). I agree with Delza, but
would like to add that the use of Tai Chi in a stage combat class will
increase breath, relax tension, and help the actor remain focused
and centered in a performance.
Essentially, Tai Chi is a philosophy of body development, which is
concerned with function and form. It produces emotional stability
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almost as a spinoff through the harmony of thought and action
achieved as a result of practicing the exercises. The body is activated
through a wide variety of predetermined arrangements, where the
mind instigates the “doing” and the act of doing involves the emotions. The entire structure, in a utilitarian sense, is controlled by a
constantly shifting interplay of light-strong dynamics (Yin-Yang
changes), much like the energy of a wave where the push and release
in alternation create and become the wave. Cause and effect are one.
To do this exercise is to be it. Tai Chi, therefore, is a total, integrated
exercise.
Although “total” is a word extravagantly bandied about these
days, I do not hesitate to use it literally since it is intrinsically applicable to this form of body activity, embracing as it does the totality
of man’s being. The simultaneous use of mind and body is where the
value lies for the actor. The exercise frees the actor to become what

he needs or chooses to be through the mastery of the physical body
so that it can function with correct or easy energy, simultaneously
making the mind concentrate. The use of the body and mind then
helps to put one into a state of calmness. The actor feels “whole” and
totally confident, not distracted by random thoughts and victimized
by irrelevant emotions. It is this “state of well-being” that acts as a
tranquil base for creativity (Delza 451).
As long as I have been a fight instructor I have noticed many
students hold tension in their shoulders, which causes them to hit
or swing their weapons too hard and they get tired very quickly.
Similarly, I have noticed students holding their breath when they
fight, focusing and concentrating on the fight instead of breathing
and relaxing. This hampers their stamina. Tai Chi however, helps
one breathe deeply and naturally, focusing the attention—as in
some kinds of meditation—on bodily sensations. Tai chi differs
from other types of exercise in several respects. The movements
are usually circular and never forced, the muscles are relaxed rather
than tensed, the joints are not fully extended or bent, and connective
tissues are not stretched.
I recall a time when I had a Broadsword Skill Proficiency Test
(SPT), and my instructor at the time would consistently tell
me to breath and relax because the tension he could see in my
shoulders caused me to have shallow breathing. It tired me out
before the end of the fight. Needless to say that throughout the
fight I looked tense, uncomfortable, and had a read face for lack
of breath. My instructor told me I needed to learn how to relax
and breathe. During my down time before the test happened,
I went off and practiced the Tai Chi twenty-four step form. As
I was doing the form I realized where I had tension and could
breathe into the tension and relax it away and move fluidly. I
learned how to breathe in attack and defense. When I did my
fight test I applied what I was practicing in my tai chi form: controlled breathing, relaxing muscles and moving gracefully from
one move to the next, though not as slowly in a Tai Chi form. I
received praise from my instructor and learned a valuable lesson
about relaxing and breathing in a fight. Now many times when I

fight I incorporate the same breath control as in Tai Chi, which
helps my body to relax.
The traditional Tai Chi sword form, however, is not congruent
with western style fighting, especially for use in stage combat. For
example, in traditional Tai Chi sword a thrust is executed in what
we would call “goofination”1 (looks as if you are shaking hands with
the sword) position and neither in supination or pronation position.
Tai Chi sword often uses defensive moves that drive the block into
or towards the attack instead of backing up or getting lower. This
seems quite contradictory to stage combat theory of safe combat
techniques; therefore, some movements needed to be changed if I
desired to create a seamless formation which included many of the
positive effects of Tai chi: breathing, relaxation, control, and fluidness, while still training students correct stage combat techniques.
I desired my students to learn how to breathe, work fluidly and
relax in the fight, therefore I introduced a tai chi rapier and dagger
form into my class, which I developed based upon my experience
with Tai Chi sword and Tai Chi twenty-four. The following is a walk
through guide, which helps to illustrate the form. This form is a twenty step Tai Chi Rapier and Dagger from used to help promote good
breathing techniques, relaxation, balance, footwork, and targeting.
Before we begin looking at the form itself, I must address breathing throughout the form. In Tai Chi the centering of the body and
breathing are paramount functions of the form. Correct breathing
is an important part of Tai Chi. Here is a guide based on essential
Tai Chi principles. The key is the storing and delivering of energy
because Tai Chi emphasizes internal energy. Every Tai Chi set is
comprised of movements alternating between gathering, storing,
and then delivering energy. Master Tai Chi Instructor Paul Lam
describes the breathing techniques as “…opening and closing.
When you open, it’s storing energy like someone drawing an arrow
in a bow; in closing, the energy is delivering so it’s like shooting the
arrow” (2). I would like to interject here that it can also be explained
as a building of energy used for an attack and contraction or breathing as in a preparation for the attack. Keep this image in your mind
and the rest will be easy to follow.
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Third Set

When you’re inhaling (storing energy), think of preparing and
using that potential energy and breath on attacks to create the
idea of exertion and strength as you fight. Breathing in prepares
the body to expend force and energy, as well as give the impression of being on the defense. For me many of the attacks should
be done as your breathe out, breathing in on the preparation of
the attacks. Some other important factors about breathing: try to
breath in through the nose and out through the mouth. On each
inhale, try to fill your lungs into the lower back, as Lessac would
suggest that back breathing better supports the exhale. Each exhale
should fully expel all the air and should include the last thought
of the movement or attack in each phrase. Aim for a complete air
flow without pause from inhale to exhale and vice versa. Try not to
hold your breath, but breathe in and out naturally. The main goal
of breathing is to bring us back to center and work from a neutral
place (Delza 28).
A few words on movement from my teacher, Grandmaster
Madam Wong Juwong, who would often tell me that in Tai Chi
there is an idea that “one movement flows one from another in a
sequence that when one is watching it, one cannot tell when one
movement ends and the other begins.” Therefore, it is essential
that as you begin, you are relaxed, breathing and gliding through
the exercises. This is considered a “soft from,” so there should be no
tension within the movements. This does not mean that movements
are not exact or lack intention of strength or power, but should flow
like the wings of a bird; they float and glide across the sky without
seemingly any effort, but in reality they use enormous amounts of
strength and power.

Application of the style 20
Tai Chi Rapier and Dagger
A final note on breathing: Throughout the process of explaining
the moves, I encourage you to find your own breathing rhythm.
Remember that attacks should usually happen on the exhale while
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Fourth Set
preparing moves should
coincide with inhalation.
Starting Set One : stand
with knees slightly bent.
Rapier in right hand in a
reverse grip 2 and dagger
in a reverse grip in your left
hand so that both weapons blades rest against the
appropriate back of the
forearm. While knees are
bent, breathe in step out
to a small horse stance and
on the exhale croise’ 3 up
with rapier and dagger and
on the inhale criose down
both weapons simultaneously and slightly bend the
elbows while performing
the croise (If you can, notice the tips of the blades
point behind and both
weapons lay against the forearm).
Second Set: (From horse stance) While raising your left foot and
placing most of your weight on the right leg, move your left foot back
into an en-garde position, and simultaneously move your left leg
back and glide your arms toward the left foot and switch grips with
your rapier and dagger. Once these moves are completed sink down
into your en-garde4 stance.
Third set: (From the en-garde position,) Place your weight on
the back leg then lift the front leg and move it toward the back leg
and prepare for a lunge. At the same time bring your rapier hand
in to your body and prepare for a thrust. Try to raise your right foot
up before you go into the lunge and try to extend the foot in the air
as long as possible before you complete your lunge. Go as far as you
can and slowly place your foot down and slide the front foot and

knee forward (do not overextend the knee past your toes on the
front foot.)
After fully extending into the lunge, the next move requires you
to move into a reverse lunge. Place the weight on the back leg and
pick the front leg up and move the leg ninety degree from its original
lunge postion. You shold be facing the left. Bring the rapier and dagger into a parallel block with the rapier and dagger to your left and
sink down into the stance.
Fourth set: (From the parallel block) Take the rapier and bind
the imaginary sword to the right, followed by a dagger stomach
slash. Notice the right foot goes into a “cat stance” as the dagger
binds, then circles around or does a demi volte to the right. The
demi volte5 happens as the dagger slashes through. Then pass forward with the right and come back to an en-garde stance as if you

have your opponent on point. You will then take three advances
and three deceptions of parry (with the rapier). The imaginary opponent will catch you and bind the rapier on the right side of your
body. You will them pass forward as the dagger makes a head cut.
Fifth set: from the previous position of the dagger cut with the
left leg leading, you will bind over the rapier while passing forward
and binding the dagger at the same time in a Corps-à-Corps6. Move
weight from the left foot to the right and push your opponent off
while breathing out, and slowly pass forward and stomach slash with
rapier and dagger then back to an en-garde position.
Sixth set: This set draws from the original Tai Chi twenty-four
forms, in the move called “waving clouds”7 where the hand moves a
little faster and at a different pace from the footwork. In the R& D
Tai Chi form the blocks move rather fluidly and the feet pass back
THE FIGHT MASTER FALL 2018 SAFD.ORG
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with each block. The blocks are as followed: block rapier four (pass
back), block dagger four (pass back), block rapier two (pass back),
block dagger two (pass back). Repeat these moves twice. When in
the last position shown above with both weapons blocking in two,
beat away the attacks.
Seventh Set: Once you have beaten with the rapier and dagger,
prepare yourself for a punto reverso8 by placing your weight on the
back leg and raising your right leg, making sure your foot is pointed
down, which should aid you in balance. Bring up the rapier to midway on your chest and then slowly (with your raised foot) move in a
diagonal to the right and arch your back and thrust supinated in a
curve or toward the right hand side. Open up your chest and spread
Fifth Set

Sixth Set
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out your left arm. Then pass on your left foot and bring your dagger
into a block of one. As you bring in the dagger to one, lower the rapier
and prepare a circular bind of both rapier and dagger.
Final Sequence: (From the bind with rapier and dagger, which
forms a large circle from right to left with both the rapier and dagger,
ending up in the left side of the body.) While doing the bind, lower
the front leg into a kneeling position After completing this action the
rapier will perfom a foot slash from left to right then stand to an en
garde stance. Make a cross block with dagger on top and rapier on
bottom. The imaganry sword is caught in the cross block with your
dagger. Pass forward and come back to an en garde position. This is
the end of the form.

Conclusion

The goal of learing this form should not be to finsh learning the
whole set, nor should it be to only look gracful and fluid. The goal
should be about using what you have learned in the form to build a
strong foundation. You should start to understand that this training
and method of body movement can make your fighting style more
effective. The graceful flowing movements and breath control then
become by-products of the training and thus the goal of the training itself.
Another important factor is consistency. This is not just something to learn and forget about and throw away. In all Tai Chi forms
consistency is paramount. Practicing this form consistently will

help to create better balance, control of your body movements,
breath control, and relaxation. The Mayo Clinic found that consistant training in Tai Chi decreased stress, anxiety, and depression,
improved mood, improved aerobic capacity, increased energy and
stamina, improved flexibility, balance and agility, and improved
muscle strength and definition (2). Specifically, I believe that this
from will help to train students of stage combat in finding correct
form, introduce new students to the stage combat terms and movement basics (advance, retreats, etc.). I hope you use this and start to
see the benefits of practicing this form.
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Endnotes

1 Goofination-The placement of the weapon bearing hand where the thumb
is held upward or downward. (also called Half Pronation)
2 Reverse Grip-holding a weapon with the blade beneath the hand
3 Croise’-Taking the opponents blade from a high line to a low line or low
line to a high line on the same side (when an expulsion is added)
4 En-Guarde-the position in preparation to fight
5 Demi Volte-a volte turning the hips 90 degrees in relation to the attack
6 Corps-à-Corps-Literally meaning “body-to-body.” Describes the moment
where distance is closed and there is body contact.
7 Waving Clouds-The left hand trails behind the movement at hip level with
the palm down and fingers turned out to the side.
Shift the weight back into the left foot while rotating your centerline as far to
the left as you can without tensing the hips. This time let the movement pick
up the right foot and step the feet lightly together as the rotation finishes.
The hands change with the weight. As we shift into the left the left hand rises
and rotates in till the palm faces the chest. The right hand sinks to hip height
with the fingers turning out to the side and trails behind the movement.
8 Punto Reverso-A thrusting attack delivered from the attacker’s inside line

Seventh Set
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Fight Matters

The Assist
BY JO SEPH T R AV ER S , S A F D C T/ F D

S

“

orry!”, I said, looking down at my friend.
It was very early in my teaching career, in one of my
first private classes. We had just completed demonstrating a single sword sequence we had worked on,
ending in a corps-a-corps, and as we finished I had the
impulse to add a hip-throw to the end of it. While I did announce that
to the class before executing it, that was all the warning my friend,
who was assisting me, received. Thankfully, he executed his end of
the move perfectly, and in a trice, he was looking up at me smiling
from the floor.
“No problem”, he said. “Nice move!”
Still, I realized that performing the move without more notice
was unnecessary, a bit unfair, and (had the assistant been not so
capable) potentially unsafe. It was an important lesson for a young
teacher.
Over time, as a student and a teacher, I watched the same kind
of event happen to other teachers and assistants—an impulse in
the moment, a lack of preparedness, a scramble on the part of the
assistant to respond to whatever the teacher had just asked of them.
Each example helped drive home the point that preparation, thoroughness and forethought make all the difference.
In the intervening years, I have taught countless classes with
many different assistants. They have each had their own strengths
and weaknesses (and so have I) and my approach to selecting, preparing, and working with assistants has changed tremendously.
I have developed a deep appreciation for those who help teachers
demonstrate safe techniques and principles. The best of them indeed
are working as true partners should–making the teacher (and the
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lesson) look good. They are often indispensable, and so is having
a clear approach to choosing them and working with them. In this
article, I’ll offer some thoughts on how to choose, prepare and work
with an assistant.

Selecting an assistant

First, let’s acknowledge that there are situations where the choice
is not mine. At a Regional workshop, for example, a TA or intern
might be assigned to the class as the assistant. Therefore, I will focus
on examples such as private classes and classes in academia, where I
have had the opportunity to select my own assistants.
I have been teaching a variety of private classes, including SPTs,
for over twenty years through my company, Swordplay. Often, especially in the case of an SPT class, a student might inquire if they can
offer their services as an assistant for a reduction in tuition. At first
glance this seems like an equitable exchange–free assistance for a
break on the class cost. While I have done that once or twice, I’m

afraid I’ve never really embraced it as an option, for a number of
reasons. First, the person assisting should in principle have a greater
understanding of the material of the class than those participating
as students. Renewing students are a possible exception, but in all
other cases a “student assistant” would be have to be learning the
material while assisting me in teaching it–a challenge that in my
experience only a few very gifted students are able to meet. Plus,
the assisting student often does not receive the same attention or
practice as those who are simply taking the class. Over time I have
chosen to work with the following standard: my assistants in an SPT
class should be individuals who have already tested in the discipline
at hand, and are at the very least only renewing, or at best, not testing at all.
I have also taught frequently in the college setting (I currently
teach in the Columbia University MFA Acting program). In that environment, I might sometimes choose to work without an assistant
and use students prepared right before class to assist me in certain
demonstrations, but I usually bring an assistant with me to the
class when I can. This frees the students to focus on learning, and
provides me with an assistant I know and with whom I can prepare
ahead of time.
In both of these instances, I also make sure that the person assisting me is someone with ambitions in the realm of stage combat
beyond simply taking the class at hand. I actively seek out those who
have a desire to be either a stage combat teacher, or a fight director–ideally both. I work to establish a mentoring relationship with
these assistants that goes beyond any one class, and serves to inform
the way we prepare, work together on each lesson, and debrief
afterwards. In this way, I reap the benefit of their hard work, and
in return, they gain the benefit of my experience. Passing on what I
have learned is a great privilege and thrill.

Preparing for class

There is always time–however brief–to prepare for class. I place
the demand on my assistants that they arrive for class early as I do.
This gives us ample opportunity to discuss that day’s lesson. What
is included in the day’s lesson will determine how early we arrive to
go over it. I also make sure I have begun the process of any course by
sharing the syllabus and lesson plans with the assistant at the outset.
This means not only that they are more prepared, but that I am more
prepared as well. It also gives them examples of how to approach this
preparatory work. Assistants also help with gathering, preparing
and transporting weapons and equipment, setting up the space, etc.

During class

Clear demonstration of technique, prepared beforehand, is a big
part of every assistant’s job, as is partnering with students in those
cases where the number in the class is uneven. Being sensitive to
the challenge of switching back and forth between these two tasks
is an important thing for the teacher to remember, as is rotating
partnerships as often as possible so that the assistant can work with
everyone, and everyone can work with the assistant.
How much experience the assistant has (or has working with me)
will affect how I want them to approach interacting with the class
when it comes to notes and instruction. At first, I may want them
to check each impulse with me, so that I can decide whether it’s the
right time for that particular note, and which of us should give it.
Later I may encourage them to give their own general notes to the
class, or give notes one-on-one to a particular student. At some point
in a course, I will ask them to prepare a portion of a day’s lesson that
they will teach, so I can observe them while they deliver the material they’re teaching, and see how they engage with all the students.
I also ask assistants to help me watch out for time management,
safety concerns, partnering issues, issues with the space, and weapon
conditions. I frequently (but not exclusively) ask the assistant to lead
the warm up, so that I can prepare the lesson, set out weapons, or
prepare the space.

After class

I find it important to have a “debrief ” after every class, even if it’s
short. It’s an opportunity to give the assistant feedback on their
work, talk about the progress of the students, and adjust the lesson plan for next time. Assistants that I have worked with for an
extended period (sometimes years) can then have an opportunity
to measure their progress in certain specific areas that they have
been working on over time. All of this is framed in the context of an
assistant who wants to be a teacher some day, so self-evaluation is
important for them as they learn. Also, hearing a perspective other
than my own on students and on the flow of the class is vital to my
own work as a teacher.
The teacher/assistant relationship can and should be addressed
with a care and focus that will ultimately be fruitful for everyone–
teacher, assistant and student. Whatever the approach, the simple
act of bringing attention and intention to the relationship must
ultimately improve the work in the classroom.
I hope this brief article will be helpful to teachers and assistants
alike!
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It Must Be Earned
Using Musical Theatre Pedagogy as
an Entrance Point to Stage Combat

O

BY STEPHEN LOUIS

ne of the defining qualities of a good fight is, in my
opinion, that the fight belongs where it does in the
first place; that the actions and lines leading up to
violence must provoke violence. Too often fights
are used as the “warm-up” of stakes and it’s not
until the end of the fight that the characters have
brought themselves to an emotional and physical
place where fighting seems appropriate.
I am, at the moment of writing, a full-time Acting student, enrolled in a course that specializes in
Musical Theatre. One of the pillars of this training
is learning how to bridge the often cavernous gap
in emotional stakes between speech and song with which we are
all too familiar. It occurred to me that this gap bears a striking resemblance to the one that separates dialogue and violence and that
perhaps they also have a similar solution. It then occurred to me
that if this was the case, and that they mirrored each other both in
problem and solution, that one might be used as an entrance point to
the other, and therefore be incorporated into the pedagogy of either,
depending on the knowledge base of the student(s).
The rift between speech and song to which I’m referring is so
commonplace that its presence has become one of the main complaints of laypeople dubious of musical theatre as a concept (at
least among my relatives): “Why didn’t he just tell them?” “She just
started singing for some reason.” “They spent five minutes jumping
around instead of doing anything about what they wanted.” And
in all fairness, I know I’ve been to many a show where a particular
scene is moving along and then all of a sudden one character suspiciously narrates a cue line, a chord is played underneath them and
the entire audience withholds a silent groan, knowing they’re in
for three to five minutes of something that has “nothing to do with
the plot.” This cue line, chord, groan moment is so identifiable that
its become a sort of in-joke among musical theatre audiences with
some shows even exaggerating this moment for comedic (and occasionally Verfremdungseffekt.1) In Urinetown, Bobby speaks to the rebel
poor “We’re in the heat of battle. And in the heat of battle, the actual
hotness of battle, the cry of freedom sounds something like…” At
which point a chime plays, giving him his starting note and window
to launch into song.
I would say, however, that this speech-song gap that plagues
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musical theatre is not the fault of the art form itself so much as bad
performance, and occasionally writing. Rather than see the presence
of song as a heightening of tactics to match the heightened stakes,
many actors (myself included) approach the song as a predetermined
inevitably. It is anything but. It is in fact the height of expression;
when speech has failed, normal words have failed, everything else has
failed, the only option is to sing. Speech does not have the room to
contain the joy, anger, frustration, love, lust, hatred, surprise which a
character wishes to express and so they must further risk themselves
and their case by engaging in song. The character should so need to
get something across to the “other” that the audience might not even
notice that they have begun to sing. The song should arise naturally
from the circumstances, or, as Sondheim codified as a rule of songwriting: “Content Dictates Form.” (Sondheim)
This isn’t to say that the transition should always be invisible,
but that a performer must be close enough to the next form that
the transition can still be made. Here’s a handy image: the next
form (in this case song) is the peak of Mt. Fuji. Every sentence, even
every word, is a step to the top. They can be different sizes and you
can leave yourself some space before your final jump into the song,
but if you’ve left too much then the leap (no matter how committed)
won’t read narratively.
The writer must place a song at the zenith of a character’s intentions, where nothing else will work but song. And it is best served in
a moment of change, when one character or more characters win,
lose, give up, or change what they want. After all, if the song couldn’t
accomplish anything, how would more speech? If a song is placed in
the midst of a scene, and the dialogue just before and after are identical or even too similar, the song is cheapened and becomes superfluous. It is then the task of the performers to make this transition of
form seamless, if not unnoticeable. This is done by completing two
tasks that are nearly inseparable in their use. The first is to set the
stakes of the scene so strongly in mind that the need to sing precedes
the presence of song. The second is to engage the technical aspects
of the body (the breath, support, etc.) earlier in speech that their
presence in song is not jarring. A prime example of this transition
is “Take me or Leave Me” from Rent. Mark introduces the scene as
an in-progress argument between Maureen and Joanne. It almost
immediately launches into song and with the last words of said
song, the relationship is ended and the show proceeds onto other

MARK GAVIN

Actors in “The Statue of Death!” tableau featured in The Arden
Theatre Company’s 2015 production of Macbeth, directed by
Alexander Burns, with Fight Direction by Paul Dennhardt.

characters. If the scene continued past the song and then they broke
up, the audience might be inclined to ask themselves why the song
was there at all other than to show off how well the actors can belt.
Having established the guidelines for song, I applied the same
principles to dance and deduced swiftly that it is in fact the next level
above song. If even singing can’t do what you’re trying to do, if standing there and belting isn’t working, then you need to get the whole
body involved and risk even more. For instance, in A Chorus Line,
Cassie must convince Zach to give her the part despite his stubborn
reluctance. This begins with her speaking and arguing with him, then
launching into song (“The Music and the Mirror”), and then finally
into an extended dance sequence, all for the sake of convincing Zach
to give her the job. After all that, Zach finally relents to the prospect
of Cassie back in the chorus.
It is in this conclusion that dual patterns emerged. The first was
that bodily engagement is directly related to level of expression. By
employing the whole body, the actor both amplifies the nature of

their goal and obstacle, but also communicates their absolute wish
to achieve it. The higher the note, the more intense the dance, the
more the body engages and creates a heightened level of utterance.
The second is the presence and steady increase of form through
which a character may express themselves. If literally every note
and every movement is always available, then the energy explodes
and dissipates, but the presence of song or dance provides a medium
through which a character may hold a sustained declaration. In my
eyes, this can all be distilled down a simple formula: form plus bodily
engagement equals heightened expression.2
The hierarchy of forms utilized by William Shakespeare historically supports this idea. While his characters primarily use iambic
pentameter as the language of the Court, his characters also use
prose, rhyming verse (whether quatrain or couplet), and even
the highest of forms, the sonnet. Characters use these forms like
songs, as a means of heightening expression; when nothing else
will work, then this next form is the only option. A noteworthy
THE FIGHT MASTER FALL 2018 SAFD.ORG
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and famous example of this is Act I, scene 5 of Romeo and Juliet. The
scene opens with a group of servants speaking with each other all
in prose, a common occurrence in Shakespeare’s plays. Then Lord
Capulet enters, addressing all, in non-rhyming verse, his own status’ status quo. Things are elevated, however, when Romeo speaks
and Tybalt recognizes his voice, affirming at the end of a short
speech, “Now, by the stock and honor of my kin, / To strike him
dead I hold it not a sin.” Capulet then responds with a single line of
unrhymed verse, “Why, how
now, kinsman, wherefore
storm you so?” which Tybalt
re-escalates to rhyming couplets by answering “Uncle,
this is a Montague, our foe.”
This exchange isn’t just being
clever on Shakespeare’s part; it also reflects each character’s intention; for Capulet, to remain courtly and have a good time, and for
Tybalt, to strike Romeo down. Later in the same scene, Romeo and
Juliet meet and in their first words to each other share a sonnet, the
highest and most romantic form of speech. As the form of speech
elevates, so does the actor’s sense of physical engagement, having
to support the transition from prose to literal poetry with all of its
line breaks, meter, enjambment, and eventual rhyme scheme. This
is why we refer to Shakespeare as “heightened” language.

After considering all of this, I began to wonder where violence
might fit within this hierarchy, and have for my purposes put it as the
equivalent of dance, as both require near-total bodily engagement,
both can be further augmented by the simultaneous addition of
voice, and that both have a highly precise form through which the
needs of a character are then expressed.3
Before I continue any further, though, I want to address a complication colleagues brought up when helping me formulate my theory.

Form + Bodily Engagement = Heightened Expression
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First, that song and dance are higher forms, being more abstract and
surreal than normal movement, but that violence is somehow lower
since it is always diegetic, being literally acted out by the characters
rather than used as an expressionistic device. I would suggest that
it is untrue to describe violence as “lower.” Violence can include or
be made of surreal moments. For example, the fighters may move in
slow-motion, clearly never touching each other in order to suggest
the violence, or even abuse an inanimate proxy while the victimized
character acts being beaten next to it.
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Musical Theatre student. Ultimately, just as in song and dance, it is
the moment before a fight that decides whether or not the fight is
actually engaging and character-driven. It is in that moment that the
audience understands that violence is the only way for the titans of
desire they see before them to further their individual ends, and that
by advancing their swords they in kind advance the plot.
Endnotes

Song

1 Verfrumdungseffekt is a term coined by Bertolt Brecht which can be
translated to “distancing effect”. It describes a group of techniques used to
separate the audience from the narrative, or in other words, point out to them
that they’re watching a show.
2 Before I continue, I wish to voice that the afore stated equation is only
as useful as it is usable to teach actors and is by no means my assertion of
dramatic law as I’m certain there will be exceptions abound.
3 I wish to express that while I have included a diagram for clarity, the truth
of these forms’ relationship with each other is much more complex and
individual than the diagram might suggest.
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The Fight
Training
That Could

A Story of Building Safe Fights
in the Face of Obstacles

M

BY LAURA RIKARD
any theatre artists who have directed in
academic theatre have probably encountered the challenge of having to direct a
script that requires intense fight scenes
performed by young actors who may or
may not have been trained in stage combat.
This often leads to safety issues and subpar
product. Administrators of arts programs
sometimes want spectacular shows with
safe-spectacular fights, but often are too
removed from the process to understand the amount of hours and
time it takes to create fights with young actors that are indeed safe,
have good acting, and contribute to the spectacle of the play.
The hesitation to support directors and fight directors in addressing this issue is connected to the following concerns; there is usually
not enough time to do the training, and/or there is not funding
available to hire an SAFD certified teacher to train the student actors.
Inevitably directors in academia are forced to compromise, having a
fight director in for only a few days of rehearsal. In that brief amount
of time the fight director has to give a crash course in the weapon
used in the show, and quickly choreograph the violence. They often
leave before the production can even get to dress rehearsal. Despite
the limitations in time, I have witnessed SAFD trained teachers do
this with charisma and a positive attitude, all while dealing with actors limited in ability and in their understanding of safety. I wonder
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if it leaves everyone feeling a bit cheated. This truncated process does
not allow time for the actors to bond with the fight director, making
the fight director a true part of the ensemble, nor does it give the
students time to fully integrate the training into the performance,
which ultimately serves for better story telling for the audience.
Three years ago, when teaching at a different institution, I received a request to choreograph the fights for a production of Romeo
and Juliet. I agreed under the condition that I would be allowed to
work with the actors a few weekends ahead of rehearsal to train
them in the basics of rapier and dagger. This meant that I was able to
utilize the actual rehearsal time to choreograph and refine the fights,
creating fights of decent spectacle that were achievable and safe for
the actors to perform. I was also able to choreograph in full collaboration with the actors because they were not learning technique as
they were trying to make acting choices. Their bodies had already
begun to absorb the basics in the few weekends we had for training.
I was working with students who were also learning unarmed and
rapier/dagger in the Stage Movement Two Course, and all of the actors were studying with me in acting courses. The amount of time I
had with the students allowed them to fully embrace me as part of the
production ensemble, and the fights we created were safe and based
in truthful acting choices. The actor’s muscles and instincts had fully
adapted to the fights long before we got to the dress rehearsal. I left
the show fully confident that the students understood how to safely
execute the fights with believable acting in performance.
So in the Spring of 2017, when I received a request to direct
Romeo and Juliet at the Jerry Herman Ring Theatre at the University
of Miami, I wanted those students to have the same positive experience with fighting in a production as my previous students had
experienced at my former position. I insisted on fight training for
the cast, but this time I took it a step further. I wanted the students
to train with an SAFD certified teacher two to three nights a week,
starting three weeks before official rehearsals would begin on October 1st. The students would receive thirty hours of training, test for
an SPT, and all cast members fighting in the show (along with any

cast members who wanted to volunteer for the training) would be
certified in rapier/dagger before rehearsals began. The fights would
be choreographed in the first few weeks of rehearsal, which would
allow for plenty of time for refinement.
There was one major obstacle I had to overcome; I had to convince the governing faculty and administration that this was doable.
At the time, we had two SAFD certified teachers as part of the faculty,
so there was not a concern about finding a teacher and fight director
for the show or having to find extra funding for a fight director. There
was a concern that the training would monopolize the students’
entire semester outside of class with rehearsal, extending a typical
four week rehearsal process to six to eight weeks. I knew I had to
have solutions available before I presented my case. I was only in my
second year at a research one, top ranked BFA program. There is a
set way of doing things and it can be difficult to make the old guard
open their minds to new ideas like schedule changes in rehearsal.
I made a thorough plan that I felt would serve our students while
not overtaxing the department in resources. I presented this to the
powers that made the final production decisions.
I presented the following as my key arguments:
The theatre is configured into a thrust space with the front row
of the audience sitting on stage. This meant that the actors would be
sword fighting only four feet away from the front row of the audience on all sides. If we were to present these fights with the upmost
safety precautions for both audience and actor, and tell a convincing
story, the SAFD SPT requirements would be our safest assurance
against injury.
The actors would begin training two nights a week for three hours
a night in the four weeks leading
up to rehearsal. The actors would
Kelly Man and Cast Members
be able to complete their final
rehearsing for the University of
six hours of training as rehearsMiami’s 2017 production of
als began, and the fights would
Romeo and Juliet. Directed by
be choreographed early in the
Laura Rikard, with Kelly Mann
process. This would leave about
as Fight choreographer.

THE FIGHT MASTER FALL 2018 SAFD.ORG

31

three weeks for clean up and refinement. This would make the training schedule more flexible with the actor’s schedules. Rehearsals and
the show would not consume their entire semester.
At the auditions we would make all actors aware that if cast in a
major fighting role this training would be necessary.
In the curriculum of our department the stage combat classes
are not obtainable for the students until junior year and/or senior
year. By incorporating the training as part of the process, no student
would have an advantage over being cast simply because they were
older and had taken the course.
Finally, due to my vigilant concern for safety, I would not agree to
direct the production if this training was not agreed upon.
My attention to the safety details were the heavyweight in my
battle to win this argument. I was working to make the students as
safe as working professionals. This seemed to convince everyone
and the training hours were approved.
I was feeling great. My safety concerns seemed far from my
mind as I began to focus on the aesthetics of the production. I was
preparing my director presentation for the design team when we
ran into what would be the first in a series of obstacles that almost
prevented training–the SAFD certified teacher on faculty had a personal conflict that would inhibit him from being able to commit to
the production and the training. This was not a major issue because
at the time we had an amazing senior lecturer on our faculty team
that was also an SAFD certified teacher. I reached out to him and he
happily agreed and even ran the movement call at the auditions. Off
I went for the summer, looking forward to allowing the ideas for the
show to flow into my mind, with no concerns about safety issues and
training. We were all set.
Not long after my summer theater contract began things took a
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bit of a turn. The summer began
with two personal tragedies, the
loss of recently graduated student, immediately followed by
the death of my father. My life
became consumed with dealing
Opposite above: Nick
with personal tragedy rather
McCarthy (left) as Tybalt, Alex
than focusing on preparing for
Michell (right) as Romeo
the show.
The middle of July quickly
Opposite below: Emma Harper
arrived and I decided it was time
as Lady Capulet
to put my focus back on preparations for Romeo and Juliet. I had just completed making my director’s
prompt script when I received the news that my wonderful colleague
(who was going to train the actors and serve as fight director) had
been hired as a tenure track professor at another university and
would be unavailable for the show. I was ecstatic for my colleague
and his new opportunity, however this put me in a position I had not
previously been in. Now I faced funding an outside SAFD certified
teacher for the production.
My chair assured me that we would be able to hire an outside
SAFD teacher and fight director for the show. However, part of the
reason the governing faculty agreed to the training was the schedule.
Being able to spread the training out over four weeks did not over
tax the students’ schedules, but we did not have the funds to hire an
outside SAFD Teacher for a total of four weeks for training plus an
additional fifth week, which would serve as the first week of rehearsal
and the official week for staging and choreographing the fights.
Based on my concerns for safety our artistic director and the
chair convinced our governing body that for all involved we should
Above: The Montagues: Dayana
Corton (left), Kristen Ragusa
(center),and Carlyn Rasario
(right)

have the fight training condensed to the
two weeks before the rehearsal process
began. Their reasoning was that we would
condense their training to every evening of
these two weeks, unlike the previous plan
which spread it over a few nights a week for
four weeks. This did create concerns that the
students seemed to be going into a six week
rehearsal process rather than the standard
four, but again the argument for safety and
the additional cost of now paying and housing an outside choreographer seem to bring
understanding and support to this new
plan. It would be more cost effective now
that we were using a guest artist and not an
in-house teacher. Once again all agreed and
fight training was secured and my mind was
at peace.
Once the funds for a guest artist were
approved, the artistic director encouraged
me to find the choreographer I wanted to
work with. I do not know how or where
the administration found the funding. I
can only say that with every phone call and
email I received noting resistance, I provided
reasoning focused on safety. I reached out
to colleagues and administrators at other
institutions and provided examples and case
studies that backed up my argument. I researched how programs of equivalent rankings produced large-scale fight productions
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and provided their process as support. These efforts led to closeddoor administrative conversations, but my voice was there in my
research and data and the conclusion was for me to reach out to the
SAFD, and began scanning bios on the SAFD website for certified
teachers. I came upon Kelly Mann. I liked her bio, she responded
quickly to my email, I interviewed her, introduced her to the artistic
director, and I was lucky enough that she agreed to the schedule, and
was on board with my plan of action. The artistic director negotiated
her contract and we looked forward to having her join us in midSeptember. I was not allowed to know how the negotiations took
place, unfortunately. Once she was contracted I was notified that
it was successful and the administration wanted to know if I was
happy. I was, not for me but for the excellent experience this was
providing our students.
We came back to school in August for the Fall 2017 semester,
everyone excited for the upcoming term, and to start working on
the shows. We were just beginning our third week of classes when,
on September 5th, we received word that the University of Miami
was canceling classes until further notice due to Hurricane Irma. The
University classes did not resume until September 25th. We were
to begin rehearsals for Romeo and Juliet on October 1st and because
students were travelling back at different times and due to space
limitations we could not start fight training any sooner. In addition
there was a concern as to whether or not our fall production season
was still possible.
The department had big decisions to make. Would there be
enough time to build sets? Should we build or pull costumes? Should
we change the show? Many decisions had to be made fast and furiously. We decide it was best to go forward with the show and I was
so grateful and lucky we were working with Kelly. She was completely flexible and understanding about all the schedule changes.
The extenuating circumstances caused by the hurricane, however,
made me have to compromise on the one aspect I did not want to
compromise on in regards to this production. I lost the hours to fully
train the actors in thirty hours before choreographing the fights. Or
so I thought.
I called Kelly and she agreed to come for the first three weeks
of rehearsal. We were able to add an additional weekend on to the
beginning that would focus solely on fight training for the entire
cast. After that weekend we planned on Kelly working with fighters in our movement studio (that also served as our main rehearsal
space) and I would start blocking the show in our classroom spaces.
I was unsure how this was going to work. How could I possibly give
Kelly enough time to give each actor thirty hours of training while
at the same time rehearsing other scenes?
Kelly came in every evening and worked around me having to pull
actors in and out of training. She was amenable about re-teaching
something to a student that that student may have missed while
doing scene work with me. By the end of the first week of rehearsal,
we had sorted out a system that worked, did not exhaust the actors,
and actually was getting us ahead in the process. By the end of the
second week the students had gotten in almost all of the thirty hours
of training and Kelly was able to use their fights from the show as
their SPT fight. All were able to test via video and all passed, most
with recommended pass.
The most valuable lesson I have learned when working with a
Fight Director is to be clear and specific about all our combined
needs. This includes not just the artistic aesthetic of the fight, but
including the Fight Director in my approach to rehearsal, the
needs of specific actors, and the needs of the team that will not be
fighting. Kelly and I compromised on schedule and were forgiving
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Opposite above: Uma Paranjpe
as Benvolio
Opposite below: Nick
McCarthy (left) as Tybalt,
Bobby Eddy (right) as
Mercutio
Above: Jacob Garwood (right)
as Gregory and Noah Vesey
(left) as Sampson (also Fight
Captain)

when each of us had to adjust our
own rehearsal to finish staging
with a specific actor. We kept
our egos out of the room. We
all know that the collaborative
process can sometimes leads
to tense moments but not once
did I ever feel such a moment
with Kelly. After overcoming
so many schedule changes and
a hurricane, finally having the
time in the room to allow each of
us to do our jobs without further

obstacle was a joy.
I also learned how important it is for the Fight Director to be integrated into the creative process, to not just be seen as an addition to
the team but as one of the most important parts of the team. Having
Kelly there with the actors every day for three weeks integrated her
into the family of the company. She got to know the strengths and

weaknesses of the performers. She also
had time to work in the theatre and know
the ins and outs of the space. This helped
her create more sophisticated fights that
supported the strengths of the actors and
the theatre. This in turn gave the students
confidence to execute their work at with
professionalism and believability.
I could not believe it. For all the obstacles that this show had faced here we
were three weeks into rehearsal with each
of the student actors who had to use a
weapon in the show, now an SAFD certified rapier/dagger combatant. Kelly was
able to choreograph the final look for the
show with actors who were able to engage
in the acting supported by safe technique.
Safety is my first and foremost concern, but there were more positive outcomes in our time with Kelly. She became
a part of our ensemble. She was able to
truly get to know the actors and bond
with them. They created a working relationship with her that will go beyond the
walls of their academic experience. Once
Kelly left us we missed her dearly, but the
training, the principles, and the artistry of the work was instilled in
the actor’s physical, mental, and emotional being. At the end of our
first designer/crew run the set designer commented, “I see why you
fought so hard for the fight training. I have never seen student actors
fight this well, the fights are awesome!”
There is not a theatre program that does not struggle with balancing funds and schedule when it comes to rehearsing productions,
but when it comes to stage fighting I encourage educators to do all
that they can to have the actors trained. Some theatre educators are
lucky to work with programs that have stage combat classes in the
early progression of training, but most programs are still struggling
to meet this need. I encourage any director in education to reach out
for support to make this happen when incorporating violence in
story. If there is a sense that the administration will not support this,
come to the table with a solution already created. Sort out how the
schedule will take place, look for grants and outside funding to support the cost, and be firm in the commitment to safety. Ultimately
the rewards are endless, the product better, and the experience more
fulfilling for everyone.

BECAUSE YOU WOULDN'T TELL THEM TO JUST
THEATR%CAL %NT%MACY EDUCAT%0N
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Salt Lake City, UT
(208) 310 - 2828
c.duval@utah.edu
ROBERT RADKOFF EK
Champaign, IL
(850) 322-4577
radkoff@yahoo.com
MATTHEW E. ELLIS
Norman, OK
(405) 204-7156
mellis@ou.edu

DAN GRANKE
Richmond, VA
(734) 340-0602
Dan.granke@gmail.com
DR. STEPHEN GRAY
Chicago, IL
(312) 420-0197
sgray@Elgin.edu
Jayme Green
Billings, MT
bucklesomeswash@yahoo.com
Jake Guinn
Atlanta, GA
Jguinn09@gmail.com
MARK d. GUINN
Ruston, LA
markguinn@mac.com
ROBERT HAMILTON
Venice, CA
(310) 367-7396
ftnv21@gmail.com
ANDREW HAYES
Greencastle, IN
(765) 658-4596
amhayes@depauw.edu
Caitlyn Herzlinger
Macomb, IL
caitlynherzlinger@gmail.com

Christopher Elst
Milwaukee, WI
Chris@christopherelst.com

Jacqueline Holloway
Wilmington, DE
jackepaper@gmail.com

BRIAN EVANS
Athens, OH
323-397-4952
evansb1@ohio.edu

MICHAEL HOOD
Indiana, PA
(724) 357-2282
mhood@iup.edu

DEXTER FIDLER
San Francisco, CA
(415) 810-3476
dexfid@yahoo.com

DENISE ALESSANDRIA HURD
New York, NY
(212) 243-4867
DAHurd2000@gmail.com

AL FOOTE III
New York City, NY
(917) 719-0433
alfoote3.com
alfoote3@gmail.com

Rocky Mountain Representative
Kevin Inouye
Laramie, WY
action@fightdesigner.com

DREW FRACHER
Highland Heights, KY
(859) 760-6230
vern10th@fuse.net
ERIK FREDRICKSEN
Ann Arbor, MI
(313) 944-0116
hannis@umich.edu
TIZA GARLAND
Gainesville, FL
(407) 256-9215
TizaG1@aol.com
BRENT GIBBS
Tucson, AZ
520-906-9497
brentg@email.arizona.edu
DALE GIRARD
North Carolina
336.403.6434
dale.girard@ncstunts.com
www.dalegirard.com

JONATHAN JOLLY
Waco, TX
jonathancjolly@gmail.com
JEFF A.R. JONES
Raleigh, NC
919-539-7674 (m)
919-325-2842 (h)
jarjones@nc.rr.com
k. JENNY JONES
Cincinnati, OH
kj_jones@msn.com
CASEY D KALEBA
Washington, DC
(703) 568-7657
casey.kaleba@earthlink.net
www.toothandclawcombat.com
COLLEEN KELLY
Staunton, VA
(540) 849-8870
colleenkhome@gmail.com

Angie Jepson Marks
angiejepson@gmail.com

Patrick Kelly
Bloomington, IN
pkelly@indiana.edu
GEOFFREY KENT
Denver, CO
geoffrey@thefightguy.com
DR. MICHAEL KIRKLAND
Virginia Beach, VA
(757) 226-4730
michhil@regent.edu
MARIANNE KUBIK
Charlottesville, Virginia
(434) 825-1071
marianne@virginia.edu

NEIL MASSEY
Brookfield, IL
(708) 485-2089
neil@roguesteel.com
www.roguesteel.com
JILL MARTELLI-CARLSON
Greenville, NC
(252) 412-7887
carlsonj@ecu.edu
Mitchell McCoy
New York, NY
Mccoy.mitchell@gmail.com
Sam McDonald
Atlanta, GA
samanthajmcdonald@yahoo.com

MICHELLE LADD
Los Angeles, CA
(818) 438-8342
HRHmladd@aol.com

JOHN MCFARLAND
Brookfield, IL
(708) 955-8767
mcfarland.john@sbcglobal.net

CRAIG LAWRENCE
Fairfax, VA
(240) 277-3850
FightGuyCL@gmail.com
fightguycl.weebly.com

DR. ROBIN MCFARQUHAR
Urbana, IL
(773) 398 9500
rmcfarqu@uiuc.edu

BRUCE LECURE
Miami, FL
(305) 903-9250
Blecure@aol.com

Terry McIntyre
Mount Holly, NJ
fightingoneself@gmail.com

BILL LENGFELDER
Rockwall, TX
(214) 768-3539
lengfeld@smu.edu

ADAM MCLEAN
Boston, MA
(804) 938-2222
mcleanadamb@gmail.com

DAVID S. LEONG
Richmond, VA
(804) 986-4890
dsleong@vcu.edu
Brian LeTraunik
Beaumont, TX
773-805-0926
brian.letraunik@gmail.com
www.brianletraunik.weebly.com
GREGG C. LLOYD
Newport News, VA
fightdirection@gmail.com

Adam Miller-Batteau
Austin, Texas
734.476.5529
abatteau@gmail.com
Nate Mitchell
Los Angeles, CA
natemitchellaction@gmail.com
natemitchellaction.com
MICHAEL MUELLER
Grand Rapids, MI
208-570-3096
mjmueller3@gmail.com
www.mjmueller3.com

Mike Lubke
Minneapolis, MN
Mike.lubke@gmail.com
ROBERT MACDOUGALL
Seattle, WA
(206) 522-2201
clanrdmacd@aol.com

DOUGLAS MUMAW
Statesville, NC
(704) 880-0819
drmumaw@gmail.com
theswordsmen.com

MIKE MAHAFFEY
Hollywood, CA
818 - 749 - 8393
mike_mahaffey@hotmail.com

Adam Noble
Houston, TX
(812)413-4148
nobledynamic@gmail.com

JENNIFER M. MALE
Columbia, MD
(410) 428-5482
female_fights@yahoo.com

MARTIN NOYES
Savannah, GA
(714) 473 6279
bignoyes@hotmail.com

Kelly Mann
Macon, GA
actresskm@aol.com

DAN O’DRISCOLL
New York, NY
(646) 228-6878
Dan35051@aol.com
www.swordandtherose.com

SCOT MANN
Macon, GA
(478) 787-7691
mann_sj@mercer.edu
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Emeritus
MARK OLSEN
New York, NY
Meo1005@aol.com
CORY ROBERT PIERNO
New York, NY
(516) 993-7915
Corey.Pierno@gmail.com
CoreyPierno.com
Paul Pharris
Natchitoches, LA
ppharr@hotmail.com
TIM PINNOW
Grand Junction, CO
(575) 496-2369
tpinnow@mesastate.edu
RON PIRETTI
New York, NY
www.ronpiretti.net
email. ron.piretti@gmail.com
CHRISTOPHER PLUMMER
Suffern, NY
845-574-4471 (w)
845-598-1501 (h)
cplummer@sunyrockland.edu (w)
Shaxpear@me.com (h)
NIGEL ADAM POULTON
New York, NY and
Brisbane, AUSTRALIA
US: (212) 941-7696
AUS: 61-423-865-839
kaboom@powerup.com.au
Aaron Preusse
St. Paul, MN
MARegRep@safd.org
RICHARD RAETHER
Rockford, IL
(815) 540-4717
rraether@me.com
www.rraether.com
RICKI G. RAVITTS
New York, NY
(212) 874-7408
rickifights@yahoo.com
CARA RAWLINGS
Blacksburg, VA
(540) 449-2877
crawlings@vt.edu
ANDREW DYLAN RAY
Shreveport, LA
(859) 552-8785
ard612@gmail.com
a-rayfights.blogspot.co.uk
Paul Engler Ray
Seattle, WA
Paully247@yahoo.com
Adam Rector
South Bend, IN
ajrector@indiana.edu
DAVID REED
Waco, TX
(214) 458-0866
davidandreed@yahoo.com
davidreed-director.com
ANDREA ROBERTSON
Phoenix, AZ
(602) 384-7775
andrea@fightcall.com
www.fightcall.com
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Alicia Rodis
New York, NY
aliciarodis@gmail.com
RAY A. RODRIGUEZ
Far Rockaway, NY
(646) 373-8106
ranthrod66@yahoo.com
Amie Root
Minneapolis, MN
root.amie@gmail.com
IAN ROSE
Philadelphia, PA
(215) 802-3885
rosefights@comcast.net
DARRELL RUSHTON
Frostburg, MD
(301) 687-4487
dsrushton@frostburg.edu
RICHARD RYAN
(323) 209-5240
richard@stagefight.com
www.stagefight.com
Nick Sandys
Chicago, IL
773-398-3034
npullin@depaul.edu
nsandys@remybumppo.org
Nicolas Santana
Palm Beach Country, FL
Nsantana25@aol.com
JOHN PAUL SCHEIDLER
Staunton, VA
(646) 337-7124
jpdoe@earthlink.net
Steven Schwall
Wyoming, MI
siremeric@yahoo.com
Jaq Seifert
Chicago, IL
jaqseifert@gmail.com
EDWARD “TED” SHARON
Fredonia, NY
(716) 673-3597
edwardbsharon@gmail.com
LEWIS SHAW
Towson, MD
(410) 340-1461
Lonniesc@aol.com
www.lewisshaw.com
Travis Sims
Glendale, CA
Sims.travis@gmail.com

JIM STARK
Hanover, IN
(812) 866-7262
stark@hanover.edu
PAUL STEGER
Lincoln NE
402-304-3541
psteger2@unl.edu

MATTHEW R. WILSON
Oxford, MS
347-247-0755
WilsonMatthewR@gmail.com
MatthewRWilson.com

Zev Steinberg
Urbana, IL
847-207-7607
zev@zevsteinberg.com

HEIDI WOLF
Seattle, WA
(206) 548-9653
comrades@bookrats.net

DAVID STERRITT
Atlanta, GA
(770) 883-0168
dsterr20@gmail.com

DAVID WOOLLEY
Chicago, IL
C: (312) 560-5448
W: (312) 344-6123
guido@theswordsmen.com
dwoolley@colum.edu
www.theswordsmen.com

Rachel Stubbs
Chicago, IL
Rachelstubbs001@yahoo.com
ELIZABETH STYLES
Chicago, IL
combat-ebeth@comcast.net
J. ALLEN SUDDETH
New York City area
email: nyfgtdirctr@aol.com
STERLING SWANN
Putnam County, NY
914-474-1848
sswann9@aol.com
JASON PAUL TATE
Lexington, KY
(502) 330-7299
jasonpaultate@gmail.com
www.jasonpaultate.com
JASON TIPSWORD
Eastern Iowa
319-530-0416
Jason.tipsword@gmail.com
JOHN TOVAR
Geneva, IL
(630) 330-4293
john_tovar@sbcglobal.net
CHRISTINA TRAISTER
Eaton Rapids, MI
(310) 213-2558
traimez@gmail.com
JOSEPH TRAVERS
New York, NY
(212) 726 2400
swordplay98@hotmail.com

Eugene Solfanelli
Brooklyn, NY
solfanelli@gmail.com

ROBERT “TINK” TUFTEE
Brooklyn, NY
(718) 788-4957
Tink@fights4.com
www.fights4.com

LEE SOROKO
Miami, FL
(305) 458-9306
lsoroko@miami.edu

STEVE VAUGHAN
Buffalo, NY
716-474-1160
svsv55@yahoo.com

Mike Speck
Winona, MN
Michael.h.speck@gmail.com

BRAD WALLER
Springfield, VA
(571) 334-7060
GlobeFG@aol.com

KC STAGE
Raleigh, NC
(859) 492-8215
SERegRep@safd.org
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ROBERT WESTLEY
New York City, NY
dpwestley@yahoo.com

ROBERT WALSH
West Newton, MA
(617) 448-5083
robertwalsh@rcn.com

D.C. WRIGHT
Macomb, IL
(309) 333-3438
DC-Wright@wiu.edu
MIKE YAHN
New York, NY
(832) 928-7577
yahn.mike@gmail.com
www.mikeyahn.com
Claire Yearman
Elgin, IL
claireyearman@gmail.com
DAVID YONDORF
Chicago, IL
(773) 983-5156
davidyondorf@hotmail.com
JACK YOUNG
Houston, TX
jyoung59@uh.edu
BRET YOUNT
London, UK
44-020-8881-1536
IntlRegRep@safd.org

The Society of American Fight Directors is a not-for-profit organization
dedicated to promoting safety and fostering excellence in the art of stage
combat. The SAFD is committed to providing the highest level of service
through initiating and maintaining guidelines and standards of quality, providing
education and training, promoting scholarly research, as well as encouraging
communication and collaboration throughout the entertainment industry.
Whether you are a producer, director, actor or teacher, we can help accelerate
your stage combat skills. SAFD members gain access to a world class
networking organization, high caliber stage combat training and mentorship
designed to expand your career. Our members include professional actors,
directors, producers, educators, dancers, singers, stunt performers, historians,
scholars and armorers working in theatre, film, television, all levels of
academia, stunt shows, opera and the video gaming industry.

The SAFD Recognized Membership Levels
Friend
One need not be a stage fighter,
teacher, or choreographer to join and
be active in the SAFD. Any individual
who has an interest in the stage
combative arts who wants to keep
abreast of the field and receive all the
benefits of memberships may join as a
friend.

Actor Combatant
Any individual who has passed an
SAFD Skills Proficiency Test and is
current in Unarmed, Rapier & Dagger
(or Single Sword), and another
discipline. The SAFD considers Actor/
Combatants to be proficient in
performing staged combat safely and
effectively.

Advanced Actor Combatant
Any individual who is current in six of
eight SAFD disciplines, of which at
least three (3) must be recommended
passes and is a member in good
standing. The SAFD acknowledges
Advanced Actor Combatants as highly
skilled performers of staged fighting.

Certified Teacher
Any individual who has successfully
completed the SAFD Teacher
Certification Workshop. These
individuals are endorsed
by the Society to teach staged combat
and may teach the SAFD Skills
Proficiency Test.

Fight Director
Any individual who has held the status
of Certified Teacher of the SAFD for a
minimum of three years and has
demonstrated through work in the
professional arena a high level of
expertise as a teacher and
choreographer of staged combat. These
individuals are endorsed by the Society
to direct and/or choreograph incidents
of physical violence.

Fight Master
Individuals who have successfully
fulfilled the requirements of Fight
Master as established and published by
the Governing Body and awarded
recognition by the current body of
Fight Masters (College of Fight
Masters). Individuals must be members
in good standing and engage in
continued active service to the Society.

33% savings
for new
members!

Join or Renew Your Membership Today!

How much does it cost?
If you have never been a member of the SAFD, you can join for just $30.00
for your ﬁrst year of membership.
If you are a current or previous member of the SAFD, renewing costs as little
as $45.00 per year.
Ready to join or renew?
You will need to login or set up an account at through the SAFD website (www.safd.org).
From there you will be guided through the membership payment process.
Thank you for supporting The Society of American Fight Directors.
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